[ *75 ] 

XIX. An Account of the remarkable Altera¬ 
tion of Colour in a Negro Woman : In a 
Letter to the Reverend Mr. Alexander 
"Williamfon of Maryland, from Mr. 
James Bate, Surgeon in that Province. 
Communicated by Alexander RulTel, M.D. 

F. R. S. 


To the Rev. Tho. Birch, D. D. Secret. R. S. 


Read, io May, ( 

* 759 * 


S I R, 

S OME account of the extraordinary 
fads mentioned in the inclofed let¬ 
ter having been communicated to me, above a year 
ago, by the Reverend and ingenious Mr. William¬ 
fon of Maryland, I thought them worthy of atten¬ 
tion j and therefore begged, that he would be fo kind, 
as to get fome Gentlemen of the faculty to affift 
him in making a further enquiry. He has accord¬ 
ingly tranfmitted to me the cafe, now fent you, as 
related by Mr. Bate, a practitioner in phyfic, of fome 
note in that part of the world. 

I have alfo had the particulars fince confirmed to 
me by two Gentlemen now in England, who have 
often feen the woman; fo fhall make no farther apo¬ 
logy for giving you this trouble, in order to its be¬ 
ing communicated to the Royal Society. 

I am, Sir, 

Your moft obedient humble Servant, 
Lto.ftree.3ja, 8th, Alexander Ruffell. 

S I R, 
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SIR, 

I N compliance with your defire, I fend as particu¬ 
lar an account of the extraordinary metamorpho- 
iis obfervable in colonel Barnes’s negro woman, as I 
have been able to procure. 

Frank, a cook-maid of the above-named Gentle¬ 
man, a native of Virginia, about 40 years of age, 
remarkably healthy, of a ftrong and robuft confti- 
tution, had her {kin originally as dark as that of the 
moft fwarthy African j but about fifteen years ago, 
obferved that membrane, in the parts next adjoining 
to the finger nails, to become white. Her mouth 
foon underwent the fame change, and the phaeno* 
menon hath fince continued gradually to extend it- 
felf over the whole body; fo that every part of its 
furface is become more or lefs the fubject of this 
furprifing alteration. In her prefent {late four parts 
in five of the {kin are white, fmooth, and tranfpa- 
rent, as in a fair European, elegantly {hewing , the 
ramifications of the fubjacent blood-veflels : the 
parts remaining footy daily lofe their blacknefs, and 
in fome meafure partake of the prevailing colour; 
fo that a very few years will, in all probability, in¬ 
duce a total change. The neck and back, along 
the courfe of the vertebrae, maintain their priftine 
hue the moft, and in fome {pots proclaim their ori¬ 
ginal ftate: the head, face, and breaft, with belly, 
legs, arms, and thighs, are almoft wholly white ; 
the pudenda and axillae party-coloured; the {kin of 
thefe parts, as far as white, being covered with white 
hair; where dark, with black. Her face and breaft, 
as often as the paffions anger, ftiame, &c, have been 
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excited in her, have been immediately observed to 
glow with bluflies; as alfo when, in purfuance of 
her bufinefs, fhe has been expofed to the action of 
the fire upon thefe parts, fome freckles have made 
their appearance. After having defcribed her pre- 
fent appearance, as well as I am able, I fliall not 
pretend to offer any conjectures of my own upon the 
fubjedt ; left being led away by a train of reafoning, 
I fhould lofe myfelf, in endeavouring to eftablifh a 
favourite hypothefis ; but, on the contrary, (hall 
confine myfelf to a Ample narration of fuch faCts, as 
may prevent miftakes, or obviate difficulties, arifing 
in the inveftigation of this difficult piece of phyficai 
hiftory. And in the firft place, left the change 
fhould be thought the confequence of a previous 
morbid ftate, fhe declares, that, excepting about fe- 
venteen years ago, when fhe was delivered of a 
child, fhe hath never been afflicted by any complaint 
of 24 hours continuance ; and that fhe never remem¬ 
bers the catamenia to have been either irregular or 
obftruCted, only during this pregnancy : fhe hath 
never been fubjeCl to any cutaneous diforders, or 
made ufe of any external applications, by which this 
phenomenon might be produced. The effects of 
the bile upon the fkin are well known to phyficians, 
and have given rife to an opinion, that its colour was 
determined thereby: for my own part I cannot be¬ 
lieve it has any thing to do here, fince, from all the 
circumftances I have been able to colleCt, I cannot 
find the leaft reafon to fufpeCt, that this fluid, whether 
cyftic or hepatic, has undergone any alteration. As 
uftion is known to make the Ikin of negroes become 
white, and as fhe is daily employed in the bufinefles 
Vol* LI. A a of 
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of cookery, it may perhaps be fuppofed the effect 
of heat: but this can never be the cafe, as fhe has 
ever been well clad •, and the change is as obvious in 
the parts protected from the adtion of that element, 
as in thofe the moft expofed thereto. As an emunc- 
tory, the fkin feems to perform its office as well as 
poffible, the fweat with the greateft freedom indif¬ 
ferently pervading the black and white parts. The 
effects of a blifter I mentioned to you I am yet a 
ftranger to, as that, which I applied upon the outfide 
of the arm, did not anfwer the intended purpoie: 
whether this was owing to its being laid upon a part 
too much expofed, or that the corpus reticulare be¬ 
ing deftroyed, there may be fuch an adhefion of the 
cuticle to the cutis, as may render them infeparable, 
a fecond experiment muff determine. If, upon your 
fending this to Dr. Ruffell, he, or any of his learned 
acquaintance, to whom he may communicate it, 
ffiall think any future experiments neceffary, I (hall 
be glad to execute them under their directions, not 
only for my private fatisfadtion, but in order to con¬ 
vince you, how much pleafure I take in doing every 
thing, that may oblige Mr. Williamfon or his friends. 

I am. Sir, 

Your obedient humble Servant, 


Leonard-Town, 
6th Sept. 1758. 


James Bate, 

Surgeon in Maryland. 
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